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Preparing for a farewell address at the end of one’s career is a proper occasion for looking back in order to review the journey. In the present case, the question is how ethics as an academic discipline has been developed in the Faculty of Divinity of this university in the past twenty-five years? And more specifically, why was the focus always on disability?
	In reviewing some of the episodes of these two-and-a-half decades I hope to shed some light on these questions. I take it that the occasion of a farewell address is itself sufficient justification for this agenda, if a justification is needed, but I hope that the story will inspire the reader to think about how our society deals with the otherness of marginalized people, a question for which the lives of people with disabilities are exemplary. As I hope to show this question has wider ramifications than only the position of a particular interest group in society.
But to start with people with disabilities, they too desire to live a full human life, like everybody else, but I doubt that they find themselves currently enabled to fulfill this desire. The barriers they experience have to do with existing institutional arrangements and regulations, but more important in this connection are the symbolic representations of disability on which these barriers feed.
My investigations in the field have mostly focused on these representations, and particularly on the question of how representations of disability are dominated by the controlling ‘self-images of the age,’ to borrow a phrase from Alasdair Macintyre.​[1]​ In other words, much of my work has been guided by the thought that how people in our society represent disability largely depends on how they think about themselves as human beings. Probing the self-images that dominate our culture is one way in which ethics can serve as a mirror of how people think about disability.

I. The Limits of Rights Discourse
But let’s start with the beginning. I became engaged in the field of disability through a national scandal in The Netherlands in 1988. A photograph of a young woman appeared on the front page of a national newspaper, showing her naked and chained to the wall. The response was a national outcry against what was seen as dehumanizing treatment. The ensuing protest led to many meetings, newspaper articles and comments, many of which criticized the way this woman was treated as a gross violation of her human rights. Being invited to participate in the debate, I was introduced to the world of residential disability services, a world that at the time was completely unknown to me. It was a world of many dedicated professional caregivers, I learned, but with severely restricted opportunities for the people they served.
	On one occasion I was invited to speak on the topic of the rights of persons with cognitive disabilities, which I accepted. Admittedly, I did not have much knowledge about these persons, let alone being acquainted with them. But I had taught courses on the philosophy of human rights, and that apparently was sufficient qualification for the job.
After the talk had been given, I decided to go and visit more of these residential facilities in order to see what the daily lives of institutionalized persons with cognitive disabilities actually looked like. This I continued to do for a number of years, and that’s how I got to know quite a few of these persons, and retained many stories from these visits.
Studying the literature on this field made me understand that human service organizations in this field were under fire. Many of the criticisms were inspired by well-known works against institutionalization, for example Erving Goffman’s Asylums, and Wolf Wolfensberger’s theory of normalization.​[2]​ The recurring point was the extent to which institutions were aggravating rather than mitigating the physical and, or mental limitations of people’s impairing conditions. Institutions provided their ‘inmates’ with an unnecessarily impoverished life.
In the constructive part of their arguments, the critics presented the case for deinstitutionalization as an issue of social justice, for which they frequently turned to the language of rights. Reviewing these arguments I could see why the language of rights would be chosen for purposes of political rhetoric, but from the perspective of ethics I had my reservations, particularly with regard to persons with cognitive disabilities. Rights assign social roles and responsibilities, and thus provide the beneficiaries with new opportunities, while creating new obligations for others. But as such rights cannot guide the quality of how these newly created institutional spaces will be occupied. For example, children with cognitive disabilities can be granted the right to enter into mainstream education, but this right cannot secure that they are treated with patience and kindness that is necessary to make their participation in school into a success. A one liner that I often used to express this thought was to say that rights can open doors but they do not necessarily open people’s hearts. The formal way of making the point was to say that opening doors to institutional opportunities is a necessary, but not a sufficient condition for effectively improving people’s lives.
Reviewing some of my papers from the early years, I came across a publication that made the point – the limitations of rights language – in a somewhat different way, but with the same conclusion.​[3]​ The claim to equal rights went hand in hand with the claim to equal citizenship, the paper observed, but quite a few persons with cognitive disabilities that I had come to know did not appear to me as equal citizens capable of governing their own affairs, so that securing equal rights and citizenship would only benefit these persons if it was embedded in other moral values.
To this end the paper suggested the value of ‘solidarity’, which was taken as the willingness of forging relations of friendship and fellowship between people, to the effect that new opportunities created by rights would be supplemented by positively supporting moral attitudes.

II. Cultural Patterns in Representation 
But the same paper also made a second point about the limits of rights discourse that is relevant in the present context. It hinted at what would become a major concern in my theorizing about cultural representations of disability.
The struggle for equal rights was frequently presented as an indication that for the first time in human history people with disabilities would be liberated from the bonds of social stigma and prejudice. Rights discourse would break the power, and brush aside the negative images of people’s lives that society had reproduced time and again. Being recognized as citizens in their own right people with disabilities were going to be empowered in telling their own stories, rather than having their lives dominated by disabling representations of others, be they professionals, scientists, legislators, or the general public.​[4]​
The argument that with the turn to rights discourse the disability field would enter a new era, struck me as curious. Not only as curious, but in a way also as false. Throughout history one finds how ‘disability’ has always been constructed in ways that mirrored the dominant self-images of the age. So, why should it be the case that in turning to rights discourse this pattern of cultural domination would finally be broken? Whence the idea that in pushing for equal rights society would finally stop telling people with disabilities how to think about their lives? In my view it seemed more appropriate to ask whether the new paradigm was not more adequately characterized as the latest form of cultural domination.
To lend plausibility to this suggestion, the paper described a couple of historical examples. First, in the wake of Enlightenment optimism about human progress, several advanced educators began to see persons with cognitive disabilities as human beings who could be trained in adaptive behavior. A well-known example was the work of the French physician Jean Itard with cognitively impaired children.​[5]​ His main case was the instruction of a ‘wild’ boy who had been found in a forest in Aveyron, south of Paris with whom Itard worked from 1801 till 1805. In Itard’s account the boy was presented as a token of what systematically applied scientific principles could achieve in advancing human development.
The second example was taken from the rise of eugenics at the turn of the twentieth century. People with cognitive disabilities were depicted by the eugenics movement as a degenerate breed that endangered the prosperity of a society build by industrious and law abiding citizens. It was a sign of the middle class defending its ideal of moral purity.​[6]​ A champion of the eugenic movement was Henry H. Goddard, an American psychologist (​https:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​Psychology" \o "Psychology​) who in 1913 published a study called The Kallikak Family: A Study in the Heredity of Feeble-Mindedness.​[7]​ In this book Goddard argued that the ‘mental’ traits describing cognitive disabilities were hereditary and that society should therefore limit reproduction by people possessing these traits. So instead of educating them, the ‘feeble-minded’ should be kept away from society. 
Both examples showed how new developments in society and science led to new ways of thinking about disability that in their time received strong support. In view of these two examples, the paper suggested, it was appropriate to ask whether the same pattern was reproduced once again by contemporary society, and if so, how.
Once the question was on the table, it was not hard to answer it. Key was the overriding value in contemporary society of self-determination. The notion of self-determining individuals in control of their own story reflected what liberal society tells people to believe about themselves. The turn to rights discourse in the disability field in fact demonstrated the same pattern as was found in earlier episodes.
Far from smashing the mirror of cultural representation, liberal society produced its own version of it. Seeing people with disabilities as free and equal citizens who were entitled to claiming their own story, the ‘new paradigm’ reflected the ideal of individual self-determination that governs liberal society. It told people that they can choose who we want to be because as free individuals they had no story other than the story they choose to be part of.​[8]​
In many ways this early argument pointed in the direction that my investigations in disability and ethics would take. The point was not to deny the importance of removing institutional barriers and create new opportunities for people, but to argue that rights ought to be valued for what they can do, while at the same time recognizing what they cannot do.​[9]​
The limitation of rights discourse was most visible when looking at the objectives it aimed to secure in the political arena, its ‘natural’ environment. Rights can create opportunities that will enable people to live the life that they want. What rights cannot do, however, is to fulfill the desire in people’s hearts to be chosen and appreciated by other people for who they are as individual human beings. Listening to what people have been telling me over the years, I have learned that their most cherished wish is not about empowerment for claiming their rights, important as it is, but about the need for relationship. Their hearts’ desire is concerned with friendship, rather than citizenship.
The conclusion here must be that the project of striving for equal rights and citizenship was (and still is) important in its goal, but limited in its scope. It reflects dominant moral perceptions and conceptions in liberal society, which to expose would become a major target of my work. So, ethics emerged as a mirror in which cultural ideas and practices were reflected to enable their critical assessment.

III. The Autonomy of Morality
In the meantime, it is not accidental that the late 20th century witnessed the struggle of people with disabilities using rights discourse as its main political currency. Liberal society tends to frame its rights and wrongs in view of the legitimate expectations of individual people, while ignoring questions about a vision for the common good that is capable of transcending individual life projects by giving them a sense of direction.​[10]​ As a matter of fact, liberal society tends towards skepticism with regard to questions about the common good, to say the least, insofar as these questions seem to call for collectivist moral ideals, which neo-liberals dread as they inevitably invoke, in their eyes at least, the machinery of state bureaucracy.​[11]​
Within this cultural climate, emerging in the 1970s, there is another topic that entered into the picture, and that has operated as a kind of subtext in my work. It is the topic of liberal morality emancipating itself from the bonds of religion.​[12]​ On the level of academic debate the topic came to be discussed as the relation between religion and morality, or between theology and ethics.
At the time the support for arguments regarding them as separate domains was growing, and the issue was extensively discussed particularly by academic theologians working in ethics. Looking at my own work, however, it appears that this topic rarely comes to the surface, with only a few exceptions, such that people who have seen me at work in the disability field might be surprised to find out that it too has shaped the agenda.
A general account of what happened would look something like the following. In the 1970’s and 80’s it became gradually apparent that Dutch society would no longer accept religion as authoritative source to settle contested moral arguments. Two points were frequently made in this connection. Compared to its neighbors, the Netherlands saw an unusual strong tendency towards secularization, which caused people to become aware that appealing to religious convictions in support of their moral views had its problems. Second, growing disagreements on important moral issues within religious communities themselves testified the undeniable reality of religious pluralism. Opposing moral views in these communities tended to be supported by opposing religious convictions, which in and for itself indicated that contested moral arguments could not any longer be settled with authority by appealing to the latter.
The reasoning in favor of disestablishing religion as the highest court of appeal in moral debate was clear-cut. Whatever religious convictions people might have, others who did not share these convictions could not be expected to accept them as authoritative. Convictions not shared by everybody could hardly support moral precepts that supposedly were binding for all. Therefore the demand grew for a conception of ethics that abstained from appealing to religion, or any other worldview or philosophy of life, for that matter. In other words, a conception of ethics was found wanting that remained on neutral grounds as much as possible. It was accepted as a consequence of this argument that religion was being disestablished from having a role to play in public life, and thus was relegated to the domain of people’s private lives.
In view of this demand, most Dutch academic theologians working in ethics at the time tended to accept public morality in liberal society as the prime candidate to take over the position of religion.​[13]​ Ethics came to be defined as the systematic analysis and evaluation of people’s moral views on contested moral issues. When it came to resolve moral controversy ethics would seek to identify and adjudicate the higher-order moral principles governing opposing views.​[14]​
Underlying this conception was the idea that moral discourse had its own logic, which to lay out and explain was the task of moral philosophy. In the Dutch context the resulting position was discussed in terms of a theory of the autonomy of morality.​[15]​ Morality could stand on its own feet and had no need for a court of appeal other than its own foundational principles. Over the years the growing consensus among Dutch ethicists on this position came to be reflected by the fact that young students in theology such as myself, who majored in ethics, were much better trained in moral philosophy than they were trained in theology.​[16]​
Reviewing this episode a striking shift is noticeable that at the time was accepted without much dispute. This is the fact that not only was morality conceived of as public morality, but also that ethics had to follow the rules of public justification in liberal society. Emerging ethical theories demanded that moral views were to be tested against overriding principles such as ‘universality’ and ‘impartiality,’ which meant that moral justification and criticism could only succeed by proceeding from what came to be identified as the ‘moral point of view.’​[17]​
Of course ethicists adopting these procedures were aware of existing groups and subcultures with their own values and norms, but that was taken as a sociological fact that as such had no bearing on ethical analysis as this was supposedly controlled by the logic of formal moral principles. As a consequence it went unnoticed that the project of the autonomy of morality reflected the particularities of moral beliefs embedded in liberal culture.​[18]​
The theory of the autonomy of morality lost much of its persuasiveness, however, as soon as it was seen in the light of its historical and cultural background. There might be sound pragmatic reasons for cutting the ties between religion and morality, as well as for giving up the idea that religious convictions had a necessary to play a role in moral argument. But it did not follow that moral views could be maintained independently from any background views.
In hindsight this was the main point of my book on the ethics of using human embryos in medical research.​[19]​ In the spirit of the time it presupposed that what could be argued about the issue should be argued within the framework of public morality. Reviewing what other scholars had said about it, however, it soon daunted upon me that the ethical position they took dependent upon an ontological point of view. The decisive question turned out to be what a human embryo is.
What the title of my book named as ‘unborn life’ was in the eyes of another just a ‘cluster of cells’, for a third it was a potential human being, and for a fourth is was – with Psalm 139 – a human being knitted together in the mother’s womb by God. I cut through the thick of all the arguments in the literature to arrive at a substantial moral conclusion, but as indicated, the more important conclusion was a formal one. Whatever moral argument was presented in this debate, it could only succeed because of an ontological claim, but any such claim was not generated by the logic of formal ethical principles.
So it seemed to me that at least with regard to this topic the theory of the autonomy of morality did not work very well. I recall phrasing this conclusion in terms of ‘bootlegging’: no substantial moral argument worked unless an ontological claim was smuggled into the argument that as such was not warranted by any of the formal principles of moral justification.​[20]​
In methodological terms this conclusion appeared to me as irrefutable. This is why from that time onward ‘seeing as’ was to become a decisive concern in most of my work on ethics. When beginning human life was seen with the eyes of Psalm 139, the issue of using embryos for purposes other than human reproduction was definitely different from when it was seen as just a cluster of human cells.
The example indicates, I hope, why looking at the connections between moral views and their particular background beliefs came to be important. As such beliefs, whatever they were, did not come from nowhere, I started to think about ethical analysis as investigating the interplay between moral claims and the culturally mediated beliefs that were adduced in backing them up, regardless of whether they were dependent on religion, or secular worldview, or any other philosophy of life.
Here I think the idea of ethics as a mirror of culture begins to take shape. In the years to come I would find this methodological approach useful in thinking about ethical questions about the support of persons with (cognitive) disabilities. What people thought was morally appropriate with regard to these persons largely dependent on what they believed that their lives represented. In the eyes of some they were human beings just like anybody else, in the eyes of others their existence manifested biology gone wrong, and in the eyes of again others it represented a less than human life.
In the 1980’s the notion of morality standing on its own feet was met by philosophical criticism that further shaped my understanding of what I was struggling with. For example, the criticism found in Alasdair Macintyre’s seminal works After Virtue and Whose Justice? Which Rationality?​[21]​
In these works Macintyre argued that there was a philosophical explanation why important moral disputes appeared as intractable. The moral views entering into these disputes made sense only if explained against the background of the socially and culturally mediated beliefs that generated them in the first place. But the moral agents of liberal ethics were people considered being liberated from these backgrounds and free to choose whatever beliefs they preferred. As a consequence people start to think about moral views as subjective emotional expressions. People think about moral disputes, in Macintyre’s words, “as if emotivism were true.”​[22]​ Thus they don’t believe moral disputes can be settled by rational argument.
Far from providing an independent court of appeal to assess rival moral views, then, the thesis of the autonomy of morality came to be exposed in this critique as itself the product of a particular historically situated project. Moral agents were conceived of as individuals who, independent of their cultural backgrounds, were free to exchange constructed moral arguments for other constructed moral arguments as they see fit. Completely at odds with the views of analytic moral philosophy that I had been educated in, Macintyre made me understand the politics of constructing ethical theory. 

IV. Abandoning the Framework of Liberal Ethics
A major attempt to think through the implications of the investigation on human embryos came in 1996 with an invitation from the Dutch society of bioethics (NVBE).​[23]​
I was invited to write a position paper on the question “Should We Prevent the Lives of Disable People?” As virtually the only academic in ethics working in the area of disability at the time, I was apparently considered the suitable candidate for writing such a paper.
Bearing in mind the argument in the previous section, the question as stated clearly reflected the framework discussed there. Outside this framework the obvious thing to say was that the answer to “Should We Prevent the Lives of Disable People?” entirely depended on who was included in the “we” that was supposed to be addressed by the question. Within this framework, however, participants in the debate would enter into the discussion as equal citizens arguing their case on the basis of public rules of moral justification, which would imply that this “we” requires no further specification.
Furthermore, when it came to implementing a conclusion, whatever it would be, it was clear that within the liberal framework this “we” could not possibly refer to individual agents. Individual agents in liberal society are citizens who are free to make their own reproductive choices. Whether or not any of them would choose to prevent bringing a child with a disability into the world would be a legitimately private decision. As such it had no bearing on other people’s equally private decisions. So the question itself could only mean to ask whether public authorities in liberal society should aim at the prevention of disability.
Finally, once it was taken in this way to refer to governmental responsibility it was clear that there would be severe restrictions on the scope of arguments brought forward to answer the question, whatever they would be, because they would have to succeed in view of public morality in a society that has accepted reproductive freedom.​[24]​
Nonetheless, in view of the invitation to write that paper, I accepted without making the point that the question was wrongheaded to begin with. After all I was only a relatively young professor in ethics, and was honored by the invitation. So instead of criticizing the question I decide to investigate what kind of policy could and could not be successfully justified within the framework of public morality in liberal society. 
Within that framework the issue at hand was in fact whether public authorities – meaning: the Dutch government – were justified in curtailing reproductive freedom by restricting the option of prenatal testing. In the eyes of some the urgency of this question was evident from the high numbers of terminated pregnancies that would have resulted in a child with Down syndrome.
From the outset of the debate it was clear that no public authority in liberal society could legitimately say that living with Down syndrome was perfectly all right, and, on this basis, oppose or even restrict prenatal testing. Liberal government abstains from substantial moral views on what it means to live with a disability, whether Down syndrome or any other. What kind of life is worthwhile living is a question that individual citizens answer for themselves. No public policy could be grounded in any argument that implied a substantial view on this question. Here, again, the starting position was to accept – if only for the sake of argument - the principle of the neutrality of justification.
What liberal government could do, in contrast, was to honor reproductive freedom, enhance it when possible, and restrict it where necessary. This could be done, for example, by regulating practices of prenatal testing to enhance people’s capacity for making informed reproductive choices. A legitimate aim of public policy could be to make sure that pregnant women could find out whether their future child would have a disability, and, insofar as it was predictable, to find out what could be known about the future life of such a child. There were a number of related side issues and arguments in support of this conclusion, but this was the heart of the matter.
So the position paper for the NVBE concluded that the framework of public morality in liberal society did not allow answering the question directly, in any substantial way. The reason was that government couldn’t justify the prevention of disability without implying substantial judgments on people’s lives. By the same token it couldn’t legitimately oppose the prevention of disability either. What it could do, however, was to enhance people’s options to answer the question for themselves.
What would happen in the end, so the paper contended, was that the issue of prevention would not be decided de jure by moral argument. But it would be decided de facto by the cumulative effect of people’s individual decisions based on their individual assessments of whether they wanted to live with a disability, or share there lives with a child with a disability.
This was in fact a disheartening conclusion, given what was known about cultural representations of disability. What the general public believed about living with a disability was frequently in sharp contrast with what persons with disabilities and their families themselves said about it. In other words, people might decide against having a disabled child based on prejudice and social stigma. From the perspective of their right to reproductive freedom, however, this consideration would be irrelevant. Individual people make decisions on grounds that convince them, regardless of other people’s views on the matter. Furthermore, since any such grounds would inevitably be informed by particular beliefs about the value of life, religious, secular, or otherwise, they could not legitimately claim moral authority over other people’s moral decision-making.
From the foregoing analysis I concluded that the limitations of liberal ethics were such that it blocked substantial ethical reflection on disabled lives. Given what I learned from persons with disabilities and their families, however, I found it critical to turn their experience into the object of ethical reflection in order to enable other people to reconsider their own evaluations in the light of that experience.
In this connection particularly the conception of informed reproductive choice was at stake. One would expect that a truly informed choice would entail substantial information of what it is to live one’s life with a disabled child, but the normative framework of public morality did not allow including this kind of information without violating the neutrality principle.
	The implications of this conclusion went far beyond the topic under investigation, of course. Liberal morality was in fact incapable of offering any substantial views of what makes for a human life worth living other than securing that it should be a life chosen in freedom.
Based on these considerations I decided to leave the limited framework of liberal ethics behind. In view of what I learned about disability experience, it seemed to me of the utmost importance to investigate and reflect on cultural representations of the lives of the persons involved. As indicated, many of these were – and still are – influenced by social stigma, cultural prejudice, or even religious superstition. In the field of disability studies it has often been observed that when people with disabilities suffer, it is usually not so much from their impairing conditions, but rather from the social and cultural responses they receive. And of course these responses also tend to inform the actions and decisions of those administering public benefits to persons with disabilities and their families - doctors, educators, lawyers, and legislators. It was therefore all the more important to investigate the ways that disabled lives were represented, and include in the investigation the socially and culturally mediated beliefs and convictions informing these representations.

IV Why Disability?
In view of my account of the journey thus far, the reader perhaps will accept that it indicates important reasons to be engaged in the ethics of evaluating disability, but such accounts could also be given regarding other important ethical issues. So, why was the focus always on disability? Why stick to what in the eyes of some will appear as a relatively marginal problem? To answer this question will be the final step of this address.
In a sense, the reason why disability, and particularly cognitive disability may appear as marginal compared with other issues, is precisely why I think it is of crucial importance. What causes disability to be seen as ‘marginal’ is at the heart of most, if not all the major issues that our society is facing, or so I will suggest. In other words, I have used ‘disability’ as a topical prism to account for many of our society’s most pressing problems.
This I will explain in a moment, but let me first acknowledge that there is always also a personal side to stories like the one told here. I must confess that over the years I have met with quite a few persons with disabilities and some of their family members. In virtually all of these occasions I have felt being at ease. Particularly being around and spending time with persons with cognitive disabilities never made me uncomfortable. This experience has been much to the contrary of spending time with other people, professors for example, which, I hasten to add, doesn’t say nearly as much about professors as it says about me.
To return to the ‘topical prism,’ let me offer the following reflection. As far as the larger global ethical issues are concerned, it certainly would have been possible to focus on some of these, and it even may have been preferable to do so in the eyes of some of my colleagues. If one only has followed last year’s news one can list immediately some of the most pressing ethical concerns of our time. Thinking about them, however, it strikes me that they have one thing in common, which is the crucial role that dominant self-images play in the ways that people respond.
This I regard as key. As far as Europe is concerned, for example, just consider how people think about all the refugees from Muslim countries in the Middle East coming their way, how they think about the future of Europe, about the increasing life span of its people and the many related issues regarding ageing, about the problem of global warning, or about the ever increasing domain of medical technology, and the likewise ever increasing domain of private and public security in their society. At the root of each of these issues is the question of how dominant self-images shape people’s perceptions of what is at stake. Whether or not people believe that the huge waves of refugees flooding Europe are endangering their way of life, whether or not they see the Europe Union as a political project that is highly overrated by professional politicians, whether or not they believe that the increasing number of older people is a burden for younger generations, whether or not they look at global warming from the perspective of individual consumers, whether or not they regard the products of medical technology as enhancing individual freedom, or whether or not they believe that the answer to security threats is a repressive use of the law, in answering each of these questions there are views at work about what it is to live a human life worth living, which, in turn, express how people understand their own humanity.
Nowhere in ethics are these connections more clearly visible, however, than with regard to persons with disabilities, especially persons with cognitive disabilities. In that sense I contend that disability serves as a prism that sharpens the eye for the crucial role of how ethical concerns are framed by dominant conceptions of the self. The marginality of the lives of persons with disabilities provides us with a mirror to see this.
At this point it is appropriate to mention the name of Stanley Hauerwas who already in the 1970’s wrote about ‘mental retardation’ even before most ethicists had discovered ‘medicine’ as a practical field of interest for testing their theories.
Hauerwas saw that when it comes to characterize human existence, people with cognitive disabilities represent the rule rather than the exception. The fact that modern culture sees this the other way around tells us much about that culture. According to Hauerwas, one only needs to consider what it means to be a creature in order to see that all human beings stand in equal relationship to their Maker, or, better, that God the Creator stands in equal relationship to all human beings as his creatures. A more fundamental argument for the ethics of human equality, I would argue, will be hard to find.​[25]​ 
The marginalization of disability, in contrast, suggests a quite different view. It indicates that the concept of invulnerability is firmly entrenched in our moral culture, not in an empirical sense, of course, but certainly as a moral ideal. It exerts its influence not only in medicine, but extends way beyond that. People leave nothing undone to protect themselves from the contingencies of human existence, even though it is increasingly clear that their insatiable need for security and protection is becoming our society’s biggest threat, particularly when we look at the political and economic implications of fulfilling that need. In respect of disability the rapid development in human genetics combined with prenatal screening and artificial reproduction is in this resect a ‘sign on the wall’.​[26]​
But the same insatiable need of security and protection is behind what is at stake in the resistance against accepting refugees, against further steps to overcome Europe’s history of violence and war by new ways of cooperation, to mention only two of the most pressing issues. Diverse as they may at first sight appear, on closer inspection each of these issues is about how people understand the social world that they are part of, which is another way of saying that at stake is how they see the social dimension of their own existence.
Seen in this light, the marginalization of disability is properly understood as a consequence of people’s relentless endeavor of controlling their lives by safeguarding themselves against the presence of ‘otherness’. It appears to me that fear of ‘the other’ betrays our culture’s greatest weakness.
This line of reasoning has led me to conclude that more than anything else our culture needs people who understand that they cannot ultimately secure their own existence against what may befall them in their lives, that they definitely cannot find security by turning way from other people, let alone by trying to control people that are different. 
There must be another way to live what it means to be human, and fortunately there are signs that this possibility exists. As is inevitably the case, when we think to have found such a sign, it will be small, at least at the beginning, so that one needs to look closely to see what there is to be seen.
In this connection, I want to mention here one of the signs that has inspired me, which is the community of L’Arche and its founder and spiritual leader Jean Vanier. In 1964 Vanier started a community north of Paris when he invited a few persons with cognitive disabilities into his home. He had met these men in a mental hospital, and found them in need of someone who really cared about them.​[27]​
Vanier has spent more than fifty years with his people in Trosly-Breuil, during which he lived the transforming experience that the deepest longing of every human being, with our without disabilities, is to be seen and recognized by another.​[28]​ In the midst of conflict, war, depravity and violence, communities of L’Arche are trying to be this sign of another way of living a human life, not only in Europe and North America, but also in Zimbabwe, in Costa Rica, in Egypt, in Syria, in India, and in Haiti.​[29]​
Reading Vanier’s understanding of L’Arche, one begins to see what is at the heart of his life and work. It is the conviction that the self is not a domain to be protected and defended against the other, but that the other person provides us with a mirror, enabling us to see ourselves for what we truly are.​[30]​ In his own way, Vanier captured this as the essence of his journey.

Little did I know that I was on the road to an amazing discovery, a gold mine of truth, where the weak and the strong, the rich and the poor would be brought together in community and find peace, where those who were rejected could heal and transform those who rejected them.​[31]​

One cannot read the story of L’Arche without thinking of Levinas’ unconditional appeal coming from the face of the other. This is particularly true of the beginning of the story, when Vanier recalls how he saw the eyes of the men in that mental hospital asking him whether he would come back. Levinas’ attempt in philosophy was of course to block the impulse of domesticating otherness that operates in the tendency of putting ontological frameworks upfront. But in a curious manner he still seemed to be captive to a Kantian conception of morality, in which the main task of morality is precisely to control human impulse by an overriding ethical demand. Vanier, in contrast, is not a Kantian but an Aristotelian.​[32]​ He believes that rather than controlling bad impulse the proper business of ethics is cultivating the good.
	When L’Arche is considered as a sign, I believe, this is because it seeks to live the capacity of human beings as diverse as its members, for sharing a life of friendship together. As Vanier explains time and again, this possibility comes to life only because of a transforming openness to the mystery of the human heart that never ceases desiring to be recognized and loved by another. He writes

Each of our L'Arche communities has experienced men and women, who are chaotic, broken and spiritually dead, evolving — after years in a big institution — into men and women of peace and light. These are not mere words. We have all seen the dead rise. It has happened before our eyes and in our homes. This has told us something about the depth, vulnerability and capacities of the human heart.​[33]​
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